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Research Summary

1.1 Research Objectives

This research focuses on how business-to-business firms 
support sales manager development through training. It 
surveys the training practices in use, the training topics and 
managerial competencies deemed important, the effectiveness 
of various training approaches, and management’s priorities 
in improving training efforts. The research attempts to 
benchmark firm investment in sales manager training, 
and more importantly to correlate sales manager training 
investment with firm performance, a link helpful to 
organizations focused on considering training investment’s 
financial return. 

1.2 Summary of Key Findings

Almost all firms fill sales manager positions with salespeople 
newly promoted into their first management role. (On 
average, 71% of newly hired sales managers come from 
internal promotion; that percentage increases with firm size.) 
As a result, most firms are, de facto, in the sales manager 
development business. When considered alongside significant 
annual sales manager turnover (averaging 13%, but 20% or 
more in a quarter of all firms), it’s clear that almost all firms 
have a persistent need to develop sales managers.

1

Repondents

Firms
Salespeople
Sales Mgrs.

Total

213
216,800
25,800

Research Report: Sales Manager Training

1.1 Two hundred thirteen 
firms participated in 
the research. Detailed 
respondent demographics 
are presented in section 9.
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This need exists regardless of firms’ commitment to 
developing managers, and in fact we found significant 
variance in the degree to which organizations support sales 
manager development. Between 30% and 41% of firms do 
not support development efforts with senior leadership 
support, specific training initiatives, or a reinforcing 
company culture. However, for those that do enjoy a 
significant performance advantage, our research showed 
an improvement of between 14% and 19% in firm sales 
objective achievement for firms that positively supported 
development efforts in these ways.

Only slightly more than half of all sales management 
training is tailored to managing salespeople; otherwise, it 
is focused on more generic management skills. The sales-
specific management skills considered most important 
are sales coaching, assessing salesperson performance, 
understanding firm offerings, pipeline management, and 
forecasting. 

Respondents are most effective at delivering sales 
management training in understanding firm offerings. Other 
competencies rated highest in importance are customer 
knowledge, sales methodology, and change management. 

Considered least important as a competency to train 
(though still rated higher at “somewhat important”) are 
effective hiring and business acumen. Interestingly, firms 
effective in training sales managers in business acumen 
had the largest performance advantage compared to non-
effective peer firms. Their sales objective achievement was 
22% better than other firms’ – the largest performance 
variance tied to effectiveness in training a specific sales 
manager competency. Other notable competencies that, if 
effectively trained, correlate to improved sales objective 
achievement are assessing salesperson performance (16% 
improvement), pipeline management (14% improvement), 
and forecasting (13% improvement).

The most important sales manager training improvement 
priorities, based on aggregate data from all firms, are 
in the topics of effective hiring, assessing salesperson 
performance, and sales forecasting.

Research Summary
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Our research also linked organizational commitment to 
sales manager development with improved firm performance 
in other ways. For example, we found that a substantial 
performance advantage accrues to those firms that simply 
attempt to measure sales manager training effectiveness. 
On average, firms that measure sales manager training 
effectiveness outperformed those that did not by 19% in 
sales objective achievement, and 13% in profit objective 
achievement. These correlations between training 
measurement and firm performance are not related to 
training effectiveness – they simply establish a correlation 
between firm performance and the effort to measure training 
effectiveness (regardless of the outcome of that effort). 

Similarly, we found that firms spending the most on sales 
manager training have the highest-performing sales forces. 
Our analysis separated all firms into one of three categories, 
based on total sales manager training spending. Those 
firms in the top third (spending the most on sales manager 
training) had sales objective achievement rates 8% higher 
than firms in the other two categories. We also found firms 
that increased spending in sales training (for both salespeople 
and sales managers) showed higher rates of sales and profit 
objective achievement than other firms, with sales and profit 
achievement rate advantages of 11% and 15%, respectively, 
over other firms in the study.

Research Report: Sales Manager Training
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The Persistent Need for Sales Manager 
Training

2.1 Promotions Into Sales Management Outnumber   
External Hires

Much has been written about promoting salespeople into 
management roles. It is a contentious topic. Only managers 

with selling experience can lead 
salespeople, say the practice’s 
apologists. But high-performing 
salespeople, counter its critics, are 
wholly unsuited for management. This 
topic is happily beyond the scope of 
this research, and we’ll venture no 
opinion on whether firms should, or 
should not, promote salespeople to 
become sales managers. But if there 
is one thing our research points out, 
it’s that whatever the merits of the 
practice, organizations are doing a lot 
of it.

On average, 71% of newly hired sales 
managers, across all firms in our study, 
will be promoted from within the firm.  
This percentage is lower for firms with 
fewer than 300 sales managers, but 
averages 75% for firms above this size.

2

2.1.1 On average, 71% of all new sales managers will be 
promoted from within the firm.

Source of Projected Sales Manager Hires 
Over Next 12 Months

Average Distribution by Firm

External 
Hire
29%

Internal 
Promotion

71%
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2.2 Personnel Turnover Fuels Ongoing Demand For   	
	 New Managers 

Our research also quantifies sales manager retention rates. 
Manager retention in sales organizations averages 87% annually 
across all respondent firms. Among firms who rate sales manager 
turnover “satisfactory,” annual turnover is 17% (or 83% 
retention). This suggests that even in firms with acceptable 
employee retention, one to two sales managers out of 10 will exit 
their positions each year.

A steady number of open positions, to say nothing of additional 
headcount required by expanding firms, and a bias toward internal 
recruitment make most companies de facto trainers and developers of 
sales managers, whether or not they’ve chosen to prioritize manager 
development, or even allocated resources to address the need.

2.1.2 As firms grow they make increasing use of internal promotion to staff sales manager positions.

Percentage of Sales Managers Promoted From Within the Firm

Percentage of Firms

Fewer Than 30 

Number of Sales Managers

30 to 100 

53%42%

101 to 300 More than 300

75%
61%

2.2 On average, firms that rate personnel retention as “satisfactory” retain 83% of sales managers and 76% of 
salespeople from one year to the next. See Section 7 for more retention statistics.

Rates of Employee Retention and Firm Satisfaction with Retention Rate

Firm Satisfaction with Retention Rate

Annual Employee Retention Percentage by Firm

65%
70%

76%
83%

87%
90%

40% 80%20% 60%

More than 
Satisfactory

Satisfactory

Less than 
Satisfactory

Sales Managers
Salespeople

0% 100%

Research Report: Sales Manager Training
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Firm Support For Sales Manager Training 
and Development

3.1 Organizational Support

Organizations support their employees’ learning and development 
in multiple ways. Our research examined four general indicators 
of organizational support. These include support from the overall 
organization, from senior leadership, and from company culture. 
The presence of specific initiatives and training was also included 
as a more tangible measure of organizational commitment. In 
a subsequent report section we detail organizations’ budgetary 
support of learning and development.

3

3.1.1 Four areas of organizational support for sales manager development are rated within a narrow range of 
effectiveness.

Firm Support of Professional Development for Sales Managers

Average Agreement Rating by Firm

Level of Agreement

Senior Leadership 
Support

Supported by Specific 
Initiatives and Training

Overall Organization 
Support

Reinforced by Company 
Culture

5.0

4.9

4.8

4.7

1

Strongly Disagree

7

Strongly Agree

42 3 5 6
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On average, respondents indicate moderate levels of organizational 
support. Senior leadership support is highest rated (indicating 
the most support), with a rating of 5.0 on a 7-point scale, 
where 1 represents complete disagreement, 4 is a neutral, and 
7 is complete agreement. (An agreement scale was used to rate 
respondents’ agreement with a statement related to each support 
area.) The lowest-rated (indicating the least level of support) 
is company culture that reinforces an emphasis on professional 
development. Its rating is 4.7.

3.1.2 While 70% of all 
respondents consider 
senior leadership 
supportive of sales 
manager development, 
just 59% believe company 
culture reinforces a 
developmental emphasis.

Firm Support of Professional Developmental for Sales Managers

Percentage of Firms That Support With…

Senior 
Leadership 

Support 

Specific 
Initiatives and 

Training 

Overall 
Organization 

Support 

Reinforcing 
Company 
Culture 

70% 65% 63%
59%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

3.2 Correlating Organizational Support and Firm   
Performance

Firms that support sales manager development are more 
likely to exceed their sales objective, and significantly 
outperform other firms. Our research showed an improvement 
of between 14% and 19% in firm sales objective achievement 
for firms that rated support levels as positive. Supporting 
manager development with specific initiatives and training 
correlated with a 14% firm performance advantage; while 
senior leadership support correlated with a 19% performance 
advantage, the highest of the four organizational support 
areas researched.

Research Report: Sales Manager Training
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Firm Support of Sales Manager Development, and Firm Sales Objective Achievement

Firm Sales Objective Achievement

Senior 
Leadership 

Support 

Specific 
Initiatives and 

Training 

Overall 
Organization 

Support

Reinforcing 
Company 
Culture 

Does not support           Supports

7 – Far Above Goal

6

5

4 – Met Goal

3

2

1 – Far Below Goal

3.2 Firms that support sales manager development significantly outperform other firms.

3.3 Firm Spending on Sales Force   	
	 Training

Thirty-seven percent of respondents 
increased spending on sales force training 
in the prior three years. Forty-nine 
percent had no change, and 14% spent 
less on sales force training. More than 
twice as many firms increased spending 
on sales force training than those that 
spent less.

Most firms fund external training 
(university-based or commercially 
offered), at least “sometimes.” Thirty-two 
percent of respondents find training less 
often than “sometimes” (with just 3% 
“never” doing so), and 29% fund outside 
training more often than “sometimes” 
(with 3% doing so “always”).

3.3.1 Just 14% of respondents’ sales force training 
spending declined in the prior three years.

Three-Year Change in Sales Organization 
Training and Development Expense 

Percentage Distribution of Firms

Increased
37%

Declined
14%

No Change 
49%

Firm Support For Sales Manager Training and Development
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3.3.2 Almost all firms 
consider outside training 
for the sales force, 
either university-led or 
commercially offered.

Firm Willingness to Fund External Training For Sales Force

Percentage Distribution by Firms

1
Never

2 3 4
Sometimes

6 7
Always

5

40

30

20

10

0

3.4 Training Budgets for Sales and 
Sales Management

Firms are also more likely to budget for 
salesperson training expense. We found 
that 71% of respondents have an annual 
training budget for salespeople, but just 
59% budget for sales manager training. 
This disparity decreases with firm size. Of 
the largest firms researched (those with 
more than 30 sales managers), 69% budget 
for sales manager training, compared with 
73% that budget for salesperson training.

Firms’ Use of Training Budgets for Sales Personnel

Training Budget 
for Salespeople

71%
59%

Training Budget 
for Sales 
Managers

Percentage Distribution of Firms

3.4.1 Firms are more likely to budget for salesperson 
training than for sales manager training.

Firm Budgeting for Salesperson and Sales Manager Training

Percentage of Firms with Budgeting Training Expense 

Six or Fewer Seven to 30 More than 30

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

For Salespeople           For Sales Managers

Sales Force Size (In Thirds, Based on Number of Sales 
Managers)

3.4.2 Firms are less likely 
to budget for sales 
manager training than 
for salesperson training, 
though this disparity 
diminishes with firm size.

Research Report: Sales Manager Training
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Sales Management Training Objectives

4.1 Customizing Manager Training for Sales Managers

Only slightly more than half of all 
sales management training is tailored 
to managing salespeople, rather than 
focused on more generic management 
skills. Fifty-three percent of respondents’ 
indicate sales manager training programs 
are more focused on specific sales 
management skills, on average.

4.2 Sales Manager Competencies

Respondents rank sales coaching as 
the most important sales management 
competency included in sales manager 
training. It was rated 5.8 on a 7-point 
scale, where 1 is not at all important 
and 7 is extremely important. Other 
highly rated sales manager competencies 
are assessing salesperson performance 
(5.5), understanding firm offerings (5.5), 
pipeline management (5.5), forecasting 
(5.3), and customer knowledge (5.3). 
Considered least important (though still 

4

4.1 Only slightly more than half of all sales 
management training is tailored to managing 
salespeople, rather than focused on more generic 
management skills.

Focus of Sales Manager Training 

Average Distribution by Firms

Generic 
Management 

Training
47%

Tailored to 
Sales 

Management
53%
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rated higher than 4, “somewhat important”) are business acumen 
(4.4), internal administration (4.4), and company policies (4.3).

4.2 Respondents consider coaching the most important sales management competency for inclusion in training.

Sales Manager Development Topics

Average Importance Rating by Firm

Average Importance Rating

Sales coaching
Assessing salesperson 

performance
Firm offerings

Pipeline management

Forecasting

Customer knowledge

Effective hiring

Sales methodology

Change management

Sales process

Leadership 

Competitive intelligence
Planning (except 

forecasting)
Technology

Legal, HR, policies

Internal administration

Business acumen

5.8

5.5

5.5 

5.5

5.3

5.3

5.2

5.2

5.2

5.1 

5.0

4.9

4.6

4.5 

4.4 

4.3

4.3 

1

Not at all

7

Extremely

4

Somewhat

2 3 5 6

4.3 Effectiveness Ratings by Competency

Respondent firms also rated their effectiveness in delivering 
training related to these competencies. In all cases, ratings for 
effectiveness lagged those for importance (effectiveness ratings 
are also based on a 7-point scale, where 1 is not at all effective 
and 7 is extremely effective).

Research Report: Sales Manager Training
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Respondents are most effective at delivering sales management training 
in understanding firm offerings. This competency was rated 5.0 in 
training effectiveness (ratings are based on a 7-point scale, where 1 is 
not at all effective and 7 is extremely effective). Other highest-rated 
competencies are customer knowledge, sales methodology, and change 
management. Each of these three are rated 4.6.

4.4 Improvement Priorities for Training Sales Manager 	
	 Competencies

The largest gaps between effectiveness and importance ratings 
are for the topics of effective hiring (a gap of 1.5, derived by 

4.3 Firm training efforts are rated most effective for developing sales managers’ skills in firm offerings, 
customer knowledge, sales methodology, and change management.

5.8

5.5

5.5 

5.5

5.3

5.3

5.2

5.2

5.2

5.1 

5.0

4.9

4.6

4.5 

4.4 

4.3

4.3 

Importance Effectiveness

Sales Manager Development Topics

Average Ratings of Importance and Effectiveness by Firm

Average Rating

Sales coaching
Assessing salesperson 

performance
Firm offerings

Pipeline management

Forecasting

Customer knowledge

Effective hiring

Sales methodology

Change management

Sales process

Leadership 

Competitive intelligence
Planning (except 

forecasting)
Technology

Legal, HR, policies

Internal administration

Business acumen

1

Not at all

7

Extremely

4

Somewhat

2 3 5 6

              4.3

             4.2

                         5.0

              4.3

        4.0

                  4.6

3.6

                  4.6

                  4.6

              4.3

            4.2

            4.2

        4.0

        4.0

              4.3

              4.3

 3.7

Sales Management Training Objectives
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subtracting the effectiveness rating of 3.6 from the importance rating 
of 5.2). Other large gaps are found in sales coaching (gap of 1.5), 
forecasting (gap of 1.3), assessing salesperson performance (gap of 
1.3), and pipeline management (gap of 1.2).

An “Importance-Effectiveness” helps to further visualize relationships 
between respondents’ importance and effectiveness ratings. It plots 
effectiveness and importance ratings for each competency on an x-y 
axis. Effectiveness ratings are assigned to the vertical y-axis, and 
importance ratings to the horizontal x-axis. The two axes intersect at 
the respective mean reported value for each scale (5.0 for importance; 
4.25 for effectiveness; both are 5-point scales). Each competency is 
thereby forced into one of four quadrants, as illustrated below. 

Topics ranked higher than the 50th percentile for importance are sorted 
on the right half of the chart; those ranked higher than the 50th 
percentile based on effectiveness are forced to the top half of the chart.

The lower right quadrant contains topics executed with low 
effectiveness, yet considered highly important. Topics in this 
quadrant are management’s most important improvement priorities.  

4.4 Key improvement priorities for sales manager development are in effective hiring, assessing salesperson 
performance, and sales forecasting.

Sales Manager Development Topics’ Importance and Effectiveness

3.5

5.1

4.1
x = 5.0

y = 4.2

6.0

Performance

Importance

Sales 
Coaching 

Firm 
Offerings

Assessing 
Salesperson 
Performance 

Effective 
Hiring 

Forecasting

Pipeline 
Management 

Customer 
Knowledge

Sales 
Methodology Change 

Management 

Sales 
Process 

Leadership  

Competitive 
Intelligence 

Planning 
(Except 
Forecasting) 

Technology 

Legal, HR, 
Policies 

Internal 
Administration 

Business 
Acumen 
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Assessing salesperson performance, forecasting, and hiring appear in 
this quadrant. We would add Leadership to this quadrant because it 
falls at the intersection of Importance and Effectiveness.  (In other 
research by The Sales Management Association, Leadership is called 
out as an important sales management competency.)

The upper-right quadrant represents topics with relatively high 
ratings for both importance and effectiveness. 

These include firm offerings, sales methodology, change management, 
customer knowledge, sales process, pipeline management, and sales 
coaching. In relation to other topics, respondents will likely sustain 
focus in them.

Topics in the lower left quadrant are relatively less important, and 
performed less effectively than others. In resource-constrained 
environments, firms are apt to reduce or outsource support for 
elements in this quadrant. Topics in this quadrant are technology, 
planning (except forecasting), business acumen, competitive 
intelligence, and sales process. 

The upper left quadrant includes topics of relatively lesser importance, 
executed with relatively high effectiveness. Internal administration, 
and legal/HR, policies falls in this quadrant. Items in this quadrant are 
typically monitored to ensure continued effectiveness.

4.5 Effectiveness Ratings by Training Mode

The primacy of manager-led coaching reinforces the importance 
rating of coaching ability in figure 4.2, where it is rated as the 
most important competency for sales manager training. It says that 
effective coaching is a skill important not just to first-time managers, 
but also at the level of managing managers.

Firm Ratings of Manager Development Activities

Average Rating by Firm

Effectiveness rating

Manager-led 
coaching

Classroom-based 
training (private)

Classroom 
training (public)

3.1

2.9

2.6

1
Not at all 

2 
Slightly 

3
Somewhat 

4
Very 

5
Extremely 

4.5 Manager-led coaching is rated the most effective development activity.

Sales Management Training Objectives
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Measuring Training’s Impact

Measuring training outcomes is a 
problematic endeavor for many firms. 
Our research shows only about half 
(51%) attempt to measure sales manager 
training efficacy. 

However, we also found that a substantial 
performance advantage accrues to those 
firms that do attempt to measure sales 

5

5.0.1 Only about half of firms measure the 
effectiveness of their training efforts.

Measurement of Sales Training Effectiveness

Percentage Distribution of Firms

Does Not 
Measure

49%
Measures 
Training 

Effectiveness
51%

5.0.2 Those firms that do measure training 
effectiveness enjoy a significant advantage in firm 
sales and profit performance.

Performance Advantage For Firms that Measure 
Training Effectiveness

Sales Objective 
Achievement

13%

19%

Profit Objective 
Achievement

Variance in Firm Performance 



  

  Copyright © 2016 the Sales Management Association. All rights reserved.20

manager training effectiveness. On average, firms that measure 
sales manager training effectiveness outperformed those that 
did not by 19% in firms sales objective achievement, and 13% 
in firm profit objective achievement. These correlations between 
training measurement and firm performance are not related to 
the outcomes of those measurements, that is, the effectiveness of 
the actual training; they simply establish a correlation between 
firm performance and the effort to measure training effectiveness 
(regardless of the outcome of that effort). 

6 Correlating Sales Manager Training and 
Firm Performance

6.1 Training Effectiveness by Competency and Firm   
Performance

Our research found that firm effectiveness in sales manager 
training correlates with firm sales objective achievement. 
There was positive correlation for all 17 manager competencies 
we examined. Firms rated “effective” for each competency 
outperformed other firms considered not effective in training for 
that competency.



  

  Copyright © 2016 the Sales Management Association. All rights reserved. 21

These performance advantages ranged from a 2% variance in firm 
sales objective achievement for effectiveness in training on legal 
and HR policy compliance, to a 22% performance differential for 
effectiveness in training on business acumen.

6.1 Those firms most effective in developing business acumen enjoy a performance advantage greater than 20% in 
sales objective achievement.

Sales Manager Training Effectiveness and Firm Sales Performance

Effective Firms’ Variance in Sales Objective Achievement, by Manager Competency

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

Assessing 
Performance 

Pipeline 
Management 

Planning, 
Analysis 

Firm 
Offerings 

Customer 
Knowledge 

Change 
Management 

Hiring Competitive 
Intelligence 

Business 
Acumen 

Legal, HR 
Compliance 

Forecasting Using 
Technology 

Internal 
Procedures 

Leadership 
and Culture 

Coaching Selling 
Methodology 

Optimizing 
Sales Process 

6.2 Spending on Sales Manager Training and Firm   
Performance

Firms that spend the most on sales manager training enjoy 
the highest rates of sales objective achievement. Our analysis 
separated all firms into one of three categories, based on total 
sales manager training spending. Those firms in the top third 
(spending the most on sales manager training) had sales objective 
achievement rates 8% higher than firms in the other two 
categories.

Research Report: Sales Manager Training



  

  Copyright © 2016 the Sales Management Association. All rights reserved.22

6.2 Those firms investing 
the most in sales manager 
training are highest-
performing in sales 
objective achievement 
compared with other 
firms.

Sales Manager Training Investment and Firm Performance

Percentage Variance in Firm Objective Achievement

Bottom Third 
(lowest)

Middle Third Top Third 
(Highest)

+10%

+5%

0

-5%

-10%

-15%

Sales Objective Achievement           Profit Objective Achievement

Firm Spending on Sales Manager Training

6.3 Three-Year Sales Training Expense Change and   
Firm Performance

Firms’ three-year change in sales training expense correlates with 
firm performance in both sales and profit objective achievement. 
Firms that increased spending in sales training (for both 
salespeople and sales managers) showed higher rates of sales and 

6.3 Increased spending 
on sales force training 
(sales and sales 
management) correlate 
with improved sales 
and profit objective 
achievement of 11% 
and 15%, respectively, 
compared with firms that 
did not increase training 
spend. 

Sales Training Budget Change and Firm Performance

Percentage Variance in Firm Objective Achievement

Declined No Change Increased

+20%

+10%

0

-10%

-20%

Sales Objective Achievement           Profit Objective Achievement

Three-Year Change in Sales Organization Training Budget

Correlating Sales Manager Training and Firm Performance
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profit objective achievement than other firms, and firms with 
declining spending on sales force training over three years had the 
lowest rates of sales and profit objective achievement. Those firms 
that increased spending on sales force training showed sales and 
profit achievement rate advantages of 11% and 15%, respectively, 
over other firms in the study.

Sales Personnel Hiring and Retention

Our research gathered data on sales personnel hiring and retention 
that readers may find informative. It is included in this section as 
additional reference.

7

7.0.1 Sales manager retention rates average 87% annually and are higher than 
salesperson retention rates, which average 80%.

Annual Sales Manager 
Retention Rate by Firm

Min
10th percentile
25th percentile
Median
75th percentile
90th percentile
Max
Average

20%
70%
80%
90%

100%
100%
100%

87%

Annual Salesperson 
Retention Rate by Firm

Min
10th percentile
25th percentile
Median
75th percentile
90th percentile
Max
Average

20%
60%
75%
80%
90%
96%

100%
80%
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7.0.2 Most firms find sales 
manager retention rates 
at least “satisfactory.”

Annual Sales Manager Retention Rate by Firm

Percentage Distribution of Firms

Firm Performance

1 2 3 5 64 7

30

20

10

0

ExcellentSatisfactoryUnacceptable

7.0.3 More firms are 
dissatisfied with 
salesperson retention 
rates, when compared to 
sales manager retention 
satisfaction.

 Annual Salesperson Retention Rate by Firm

Percentage Distribution of Firms

Firm Performance

1 2 3 5 64 7

30

20

10

0

ExcellentSatisfactoryUnacceptable
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About the Research

8.1 Research Approach

This study aggregates participating firms’ responses to a web-
based survey. The Sales Management Association developed 
the survey and recruited participants from our membership 
and broader audience of sales managers and sales operations 
professionals. In exchange for participating, we offer respondents 
advance copies of the detailed study report.

Before reporting results, we eliminate invalid or ineligible 
responses, and sometimes contact respondents to clarify their 
responses. Survey results are only reported in aggregate, and 
never in a way that would compromise the identity of any single 
respondent. All individual respondent data are treated with strict 
confidentiality. 

8.2 Research Timing and Scope

This research represents summarized data from 213 participating 
firms, directly employing more than 215,000 sales professionals. 
Data was collected between September 2015 and January 
2016. Respondent demographics and descriptive information is 
summarized at the end of this report. 

8
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8.3 Research Underwriters

This study was made possible in part through the underwriting 
support from Brainshark and Vantage Point Performance. The Sales 
Management Association underwriters provide annual financial 
support to The Sales Management Association. Underwriters may 
suggest research topics, participate in ongoing research projects, and 
encourage participation or otherwise promote research initiatives.  

Underwriters are not involved with research administration, data 
collection, analysis, interpretation, or report development, unless 
explicitly noted in the report. Also, unless noted, underwriters 
do not pay a research-specific fee or directly commission research 
initiatives. 

The Sales Management Association is grateful for the support 
underwriters provide to our research efforts.

Respondent Demographics

9.1 Firm Size

Two hundred thirteen participating firms ranged in size from 
small to very large. Fifty-four percent of respondents’ firms 

9
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Respondents’ Firm Revenue (USD)

Percentage of Respondents

$1 billion to 
$10 billion

17%

$100 million 
to $1 billion

28%

$10 million to 
$100 million

29%

More than 
$10 billion

9% $1 million to 
$10 million

17%

had annual revenue in excess of US$100 
million; 9% were firms with annual 
revenues in excess of US$10 billion.

9.2 Job Role

Respondents are predominately sales 
managers in their firms. Thirty percent 
of respondents are first-line sales 
managers (i.e., they directly manage 
salespeople). An additional 28% are 
senior sales leaders, managing sales 
managers. Thirty-eight percent are in 
sales operations management roles, and 
4% are in non–sales-related management 
positions.

Respondents’ Job Role

Percentage of Respondents

Sales 
Manager (SM)

30%

Senior Sales 
Leader 

(Manages SMs)
28%

Manager
(Non-sales)

4%

Sales 
Operations

38%

9.2 Respondents are predominately management 
professionals in sales operations or sales 
management

Research Report: Sales Manager Training

9.1 Over half of firms have revenue in excess of 
$100 million.
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9.3 Firm Performance

Respondents’ Sales Objective Achievement

Percentage Distribution of Firms

Firm Performance

1 2 3 5 64 7

30

20

10

0

Far Above 
Goal

Met 
Goal

Far Below 
Goal

Respondents’ Profit Objective Achievement

Percentage Distribution of Firms

Firm Performance

1 2 3 5 64 7

40

30

20

10

0

Far Above 
Goal

Met 
Goal

Far Below 
Goal

9.3.1 Most firms achieved 
or exceeded sales 
objectives.

9.3.2 Most firms achieved 
or exceeded profit 
objectives.

Sixty-seven percent of respondent firms met or exceeded firm sales 
objectives in the preceding 12 months, and 73% met or exceeded 
profit objective in the same period. 

Respondents were asked to rate their firm’s achievement of 
profit and sales objective based on a 7-point scale (“1” for far 
underachieved objective, “4” for met objective, and “7” for far 
exceeded objective). We use this performance rating approach in 

Respondent Demographics
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Respondents’ Year-Over-Year Sales Growth

Percentage Distribution of Firms

Firm Performance

1 2 3 5 64 7

40

30

20

10

0

Far Above 
Prior Year

No changeFar Below 
Prior Year

9.3.3 Most firms in 
the study experienced 
year-over-year 
growth in sales.

order to normalize company performance across large and small 
firms, and high and moderate growth sectors. 

Twenty percent of respondents’ rated profit objective achievement 
in the highest two categories (“6” or “7”); 17% of firms rated sales 
objective achievement in the highest two performing categories. 
Sixty-six percent of respondent firms had positive revenue growth 
in the preceding 12 months. Nineteen percent had flat revenues, 
while only 16% experienced declining firm revenues.

9.4 Sales Force Size, Structure, and Management Span   
of Control

Respondents firms have an average of 121 sales managers, 
and 1,018 salespeople; sales managers have 8.4 direct-report 

salespeople on average by firm; when 
calculated in aggregate, management 
span-of-control is also 8.4.

Corresponding median values are 100 
salespeople per firm, 12 managers 
per firm, and a salesperson-to-sales 
manager ratio of 8.3:1. 

Salesforce Size
(number of salespeople)

Min
10th percentile
25th percentile
Median
75th percentile
90th percentile
Max
Average

Total

10
15
23

100
317

1,880
40,000

1,018

216,777

Salesforce Size
(number of managers)

Min
10th percentile
25th percentile
Median
75th percentile
90th percentile
Max
Average

Total

1
2
4

12
48

300
4,000

121

25,874
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9.4 Respondents’ firms have an average of 121 sales managers 
and 1,018 salespeople.


